PORTABLE ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION DEVICE AND METHOD 


BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Cross-Reference to Related Application 

This application claims priority to provisional application 60/174,884, filed on January 7, 

2000. 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to portable communication devices and methods, and, more 
particularly, to such devices and methods for establishing inter- and intranet connmunication between 
and to members of a particular group. 

Description of Related Art 

Electronic communications has become a virtually indispensable feature of modem life. 
Communications between individuals and groups are possible via electronic mail (email) and in real 
time in so-called "chat rooms" and on instant messaging platforms. Such communications are 
possible worldwide over the Intemet and locally over an intranet. 

' [ A portable, battery-operated device is also known for connecting through an available 
telephone line to retrieve and send email (PocketMail, PocketScience, hic, Santa Clara, C A; devices 
made by JVC and Sharp). Transmission occurs via an audible modem placed against a telephone 
handset. 

It is also known to place advertisements within screens that appear automatically upon 
signing on to an Intemet server and also upon bringing up a particular site on, for example, the 


World Wide Web. Some of these sites also give points for making purchases online that are 
convertible into, for example, frequent flier miles; some sites also give bonuses for making 
purchases during a particular time period in the form of discounts or extra accumulated points. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is an object of the present invention to provide a portable device for enabling both stored 
and real-time communications between members of a particular group. 

It is another object to provide such a device that does not require a telephone line to operate. 

It is a further object to provide such a device that permits a user to join a real-time 
interchange on one of a plurality of selected topics or among other individuals with a common 
interest. 

It is also an object to provide a communications system that includes a usage-based reward 

system. 

It is an additional object to provide such a system that permits targeted advertising to a 
preselected user group. 

- These and other objects are achieved by the portable communication device of the present 
invention. The device comprises a unitary housing having a plurality of openings into an interior 
space, the openings for housing and permitting access to input and output means. Into a first opening 
is affixed an output means, for example, a display screen; into a second opening is affixed an input 
means, for example, a keyboard. These are not intended as limitations, however, as the input and 
output means may also comprise another type of device known in the art such as a touch screen that 
would obviate the need for a keyboard. A third opening is provided for a radio-frequency (rf) 


transmitter/receiver antenna, for permitting an rf signal to be sent and received. A fourth opening 
is provided for housing a connector adapted to interface with, for example, a telephone line, although 
other commimications interfaces may also be contemplated. A modem is affixed v^thin the housing 
and is in electronic commimication with the rf antenna and a line connector, for sending and 
receiving electronic signals either via rf means or via line input, such as over telephone lines by such 
means as currently known and used in the art. 

The keyboard, screen, and modem are all in electronic communication with a processor 
housed within the interior space of the housing in a configuration such as is commonly known in the 
art. 

The features that characterize the invention, both as to organization and method of operation, 
together with further objects and advantages thereof, will be better understood from the following 
description used in conjunction with the accompanying drawing. It is to be expressly understood that 
the drawing is for the pxxrpose of illustration and description and is not intended as a definition of 
the limits of the invention. These and other objects attained, and advantages offered, by the present 
invention will become more fully apparent as the description that now follows is read in conjunction 
with the accompanying drawing. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of the communication device and system of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 is a perspective illustration of the device in a closed configuration. 


FIG. 3 is a perspective illustration of the device in an open configuration. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

A description of the preferred embodiments of the present invention will now be presented 
with reference to FIGS . 1 -3 . 

The Communication Device 

The device 10 of the present invention is contemplated for use as a portable communications 
unit for accessing the hitemet, an intranet, a specific group of individuals, or a particular individual. 
The device 10 comprises a housing 12 having a base 14 and a screen sector 16 hingedly connected 
to the base 14 along rear edges thereof. The housing 12 is convertible between a closed 
configuration (FIG. 2), wherein the screen sector 16 rests atop the base 14 so that its bottom face 18 
is closely opposed and in at least partially covering relation to the base's top face 19, and an open 
configuration (FIG. 3), wherein the screen sector's bottom face 18 and base's top face 19 are 
accessible and in spaced relation from each other. 

Positioned within the base's interior space are a processor 22 and other components in 
electronic communication therewith: a modem 24 and a battery 26. A radio frequency (rf) antenna 
28 is in electronic communication with the modem 24 and is positioned adjacent an opening 30 in 
the housing 12 to permit signal transmission and receipt. A first jack 32 is provided for making 
electronic connection via a cable 33 between the processor 22 and an extemal computer 90 if 
desired. A second jack 34 is provided for receiving power from an extemal source such as a wall 


outlet. A third jack 36 is provided for connecting the modem 24 via a telephone-type or data line 
37, for example, to a telephone or cable jack 91 . When the unit 10 is turned on, the processor 22 will 
default to rf mode if there has been no connection established to an external line 37. 

User input is achieved vja a keyboard 38 positioned within the top face 19 of the base 14, 
with the keyboard 38 in electronic communication v^th the processor 22. Output to the user is 
achieved via a display screen 40 positioned within the bottom face 18 of the screen sector 16, the 
screen 40 in electronic communication v^th the processor 22. 

Methods of Using the Communication Device 

The communication device 10 of the present invention is contemplated for use in a plurality 
of ways. In a first method of use, when the device 10 is connected via the modem 24 and a telephone 
or data line 37 or via rf linkage 28 to the hitemet or intranet 92 through the particular service 
provider 94 serving these devices 10,10', 10", email can be sent and retrieved and access made to a 
selected site on the Internet 92 as desired. Upon connection to the provider 94, the device 10 is 
identified as belonging to a particular individual who has been previously categorized as belonging 
to a certain demographic group. Targeted advertising is then automatically downloaded to the device 
10 for display to the user. It is also contemplated that certain sites v^U exist that are accessible only 
by those individuals possessing this type of device 10 and are served by provider 94. 

In a second method of use, the device 10 may be operated in rf mode via the modem 24 and 
antenna 28 to communicate with another individual 10' or group of individuals 10',10" within a 
geographical area 93 limited by the rf transmission characteristics in that area 93. This mode is 
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advantageous in that it eliminates the costs associated with cellular links. When in this mode, it is 
also contemplated that any advertisements previously downloaded into the device 10 that have not 
reached a predetermined expiration date vnll automatically transfer to another commimicating device 
10',10", thereby augmenting the reach of the advertisement and enhancing its value. 

In a third method associated with the use of the communication device 10 of the present 
invention, a user will accumulate reward "points" associated with such activities as usage time, 
accessing a particular site, sharing advertising information with other provider members, and making 
purchases from selected vendors. These points are accumulated at the provider 94 level and are 
redeemable for rewards such as discounts and products. When in the rf mode, points are 
accumulated within the device 10 and then uploaded to the provider 94 upon signing on in line 
mode. The user can access his/her account with the use of a password or access code to check on 
the account's status. 

Li additional methods associated with the present invention, the processor 22 v^U support 
features such as are known in art, including, but not limited to, calendaring, organizing, and games. 

It may be appreciated by one skilled in the art that additional embodiments may be 
contemplated, including alternate devices having similar functions to those recited as are familiar 
to those of skill in the art. 

In the foregoing description, certain terms have been used for brevity, clarity, and 
understanding, but no unnecessary limitations are to be implied therefrom beyond the requirements 
of the prior art, because such words are used for description purposes herein and are intended to be 


broadly construed. Moreover, the embodiments of the apparatus illustrated and described herein are 
by way of example, and the scope of the invention is not limited to the exact details of construction. 
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